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PREFACE 
This thesis represents a year's exploration of 
the nature and directions of black American literature. 
I am convinced that this other aspect of the American 
literary experience has been too often ignored. As 
the body of black American literature continues to expand, 
it is increasingly evident that the work of black writers 
is germane to any consideration of how American literature 
evolved, what it is, and where it is going. It is my 
hope that the material here will in some way serve to 
prove these assertions. 
I would like to thank Dr. Irby B. Brown for 
serving me well as a thesis advisor and Dr. James E. Duck­
worth for acting as reader. 
April 15, 1974 Joyce Wise 
Whosoever bows his ear to the ground in warlike 
times will hear the sound of what is coming but not yet 
seen; and thus, with all our senses alert, in the midst 
of an age full of the stress of creation and the thirst 
of Becoming, we too want to catch the cadence of what 
is coming, the onstorming New in all its effervescent 
lawlessness. No turnstile of theory and no sacredly 
held examples from the past will restrain the infinity 
of development which is the essence of the human race. 
--Otto Brahm, "To Begin" (1889) 
CHAPTER I 
Throughout the history of black theatre in America, 
black playwrights and critics have been concerned with the 
crucial task of embodying in dramatic form an image appro­
priate to the race. Since the mid-nineteenth century, the 
growth of the black theatre has been in direct proportion 
to the black man's ascending awareness of his potential 
for artistic creativity. In recent years, black artists 
have sought to create a theatre which both produces a 
favorable image of the black man on the black mass cons­
ciousness and which celebrates the mood, the ambience, of 
the black man in transition. As the body of material which 
constitutes black theatre grows, however, it is increas­
ingly evident that a number of black plays are marred by 
identifiable propaganda technique. 
The playwright's concern with the black man's total 
image of himself is of major importance in considering the 
process by which black plays attain universality. The term 
"artistic universality" is not one acknowledged by the ma­
jority of the advocates of the new black aesthetic. The 
universality inherent in total human vitality, however, is 
the very crux of the ecstasy of release and passion found 
in two plays by Lorraine Hansberry and Joseph A. Walker. 
2 
In contrast, two plays written by Imamu Amiri Baraka (LeRoi 
Jones) and James Baldwin demonstrate lack of the element of 
universality which ultimately demarcates the line between 
propaganda and drama. 
I propose to show that Lorraine Hansberry in her play 
A Raisin• in the Sun and Joseph A. Walker in his The River 
Niger have succeeded in creating plays that are both black 
and universal. Through comparison and contrast, it will be 
shown that Hansberry and Walker have significantly aided 
black theatre in its evolution from minstrelsy to self­
awareness. The paper will demonstrate how the racist and 
paroxysmal prepossessions of Baraka 1 s· Dutchman and Baldwin's 
Blues for Mr. Charlie perceptibly reduce the plays to propa­
ganda. 
Joseph Walker has stated that he believes that black 
people want to see the truth about themselves represented 
with quality.1 By "quality," he seems to mean a manifesta­
tion of positive images of the black man as a totally human 
figure. The protagonists of The River Niger--John and 
Mattie Williams and their son Jeff--will be shown to be ex­
amples of characters who agonize and celebrate as human 
beings seeking a dignified existence in a not-so-dignified 
world. The same assertion will be developed in a study of 
1 
Joseph A. Walker, "Broadway's Vitality is Black 
Vitality," New York Times, 5 August 1973, Section D, pp. 1, 
3.
3 
Lorraine Hansberry's A Raisin in the Sun. In treating the 
plays by Baldwin and Baraka, the thesis will show how the 
negative elements of the two plays--the characters' treat­
ment of themselves and others, the excessive preoccupation 
with violence, and the lack of human interaction and re­
siliency, among other factors--preclude a credible dramatic 
study of the black man in transition. Playwright-critic 
Ed Bullins has stated that black art must divorce itself 
from black revolutionary politics in order to convincingly 
teach black survival. 
Political theorists ofthe Black Arts • • •
sloganeer that Art and Politics should 
be identical--be serious! Today's politics 
are the politics of the pig: to murder all 
dissent and opposition. Black Art is to 
express what is best in us and for us Black 
people.2
Assuming that Bullins' manifesto constitutes a realistic 
and judgmental assessment of black drama, Blues for Mr. 
Charlie and Dutchman do not fulfill the mandate that black 
theatre must dramatize the 11 continuing survival of black 
people. 11 3 
The presentation of human emotional involvements by 
Hansberry and Walker becomes an indispensible aid to a 
2Ed Bullins, The Theme is Blackness (New York: 
William Morrow and Company, 1973), pp. 4-5. 
3Bullins, p. 15. 
4 
focus on the black experience. In depicting the black man 
who alternately hopes and fears like all mankind, Hansberry 
and Walker have built dramas of tension and insight which 
rise above the too tautly-constructed depths of the plays 
by Baldwin and Baraka. 
The black theatre did not until the 1960's, however, 
have such powerful voices as the playwrights treated here. 
From the turn of the century to mid-century, many play­
wrights, actors, and events affected the face of black 
drama in America. In those years, it evolved from min­
strelsy to a viable entity defining its own aesthetic. In 
order to understand the consciousness of the black drama­
tists of the sixties and seventies, it is necessary to ex­
amine the images which shadowed their stages as these 
playwrights found them. 
*** 
The first ruling idea of modern theatre, and the one 
still dominant and most productive, is the idea of freedom. 
Freedom's emergence into the.theatre is historically as­
sociated with the revolt of romanticism against the rigors 
f 1 . . 4 o neoc assicism. In 1827, the Frenchman Victor Hugo
promulgated a new alternative for the playwright. 
4
John Gassner, Form and "Idea in Modern Theatre (New
York: Dryden Press, 1956), p. 7.
Let us take the hammer to theories 
and political systems. Let us throw 
down the old plastering that conceals 
the facade of art. There are neither 
rules nor models; or, rather, there 
are no other rules than the general 
rules of nature, which soar above the 
whole field of art, and the special 
rules which result from the conditions 
appropriate to the subject of each 
composition. 5 
5 
Hugo's assumption that there are "special rules which 
result from the conditions appropriate to the subject of 
each composition," is one which has only gained meaning for 
black American dramatists of the last two decades. For 
almost one and one-half centuries, white audiences saw no 
real black people on the stage. They saw only the senti­
mental, melodramatic, or mocking images created by white 
mimics.6 Until the mid-1920's, the black image was defined 
and controlled by the white sensibility. The popular min­
strel show, which did not disappear until the years of the 
cjvil rights movement, allowed black-faced whites to per­
petuate the stereotype of the lazy, good-natured darkie. 
Other stereotypes created by white writers were of a more 
malicious persuasion. 
According to critic Darwin Turner, the best-known 
stereotype of the black American in the early nineteen 
5 
Victor Hugo, as quoted in Gassner, p. 9.
6
narwin Turner, ed., Black Drama in America (Green­
wich, Connecticut: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1971), p. 3. 
6 
hundreds was the black beast. This stereotype was popu­
larized by Thomas Dixon in The Leopard's Spots and the 
Clansman. It carried over into a new medium when D. W. 
Griffith made The Clansman into a motion picture, 11The Birth 
,, 
of a Nation. "The Black beast," says Turner, "actually 
appeared in two forms." 
In one, he was the lustful brute, con­
tinually dangerous unless restrained. 
In the other form, he was the fair­
skinned mulatto, craftily awaiting 
opportunity to intermarry with, and 
mongrelize, his benefactor's race.7 
The "black beast" stereotype, however, disappeared 
in the years following World War I. White playwrights con­
tinued to produce material for and about blacks, but by 
the mid-1920's, blacks were beginning to write their own 
drama. 
In the twenties and thirties, the consciousness of 
black America was profoundly affected by the teachings of 
Marcus Garvey, the Jamaican black nationalist. Black 
artists began to feel free to express themselves through 
a black perspective. As a result, the "New Negro" became 
a viable element within the American cultural context. As 
critic Alain Locke wrote in 1925, 
7 '1, 4 urner, p. .
The days of 'aunties,' 'mammies,' 
and 'uncles,' is gone • . • .  It is 
time to scrap the fictions, garret the 
bogeys, and settle down to a realistic 
facing of facts.8 
7 
The dramatization of this new viable element of 
American life was to a large extent perpetuated by the 
Federal Theatre, a WPA project which existed from August, 
1935 to June, 1939. Doris Abramson, tracing the develop­
ment of the American black theatre 1925-1959, noted that 
"the Federal Theatre must be credited with trying to develop 
Negro playwrights who could write honestly about Negro 
l'f .. 9 i e. Abramson has noted that a play such as Walk To-
gether Chillun was one example of the Garvey-inspired con­
sciousness which had begun to manifest itself in black drama. 
The play, by Frank Wilson, dramatized the formation of a 
coalition of Northern and Southern blacks to counter white 
hostility.10
In these years, the black man was recognized a� an 
inherently fit subject for realist drama, rather than merely 
the good-natured shuffler of the minstrel show. Federal 
Theatre projects gave black artists and actors an oppor­
tunity to explore the possibilities of the black man in the 
8
Doris E. Abramson, Negro Playwrights in the American 
Theatre, 1925-1959 (New York: Columbia University Press, 




Abramson, p. 59. 
----------------
American theatre. Though the closing of the Federal 
Theatre in 1939 meant the end of job opportunities for 
8 
many blacks, black writers continued to explore the black 
image in the medium of drama. Writers such as Richard Wright 
in the 1940's and Langston Hughes in the 1950's dramatized 
black life as they perceived it. Stereotypes were fading. 
Richard Wright's Bigger Thomas was graphically de­
picted as a liar, a rapist, and a murderer. Yet, he was 
clearly intended to be the sympathetic protagonist of the 
drama, Native Son. In creating Bigger, Wright evidenced 
the new confidence of the black dramatist. The vices of 
race were presented in a drama structured to lay bare the 
psyche of a hlackhoodlum.11 In sketching Bigger's life
and personality, Wright was employing the ideology behind 
the bourgeois drama, popular at that time. 
The bourgeois drama thinks of him 
[man] as a part and function of his 
environment and depicts him as a 
being who, instead of controlling 
concrete reality, is instead con­
trolled and absorbed by it. The 
milieu ceases to be simply the back­
ground and external framework and 
now takes an active part in the shaping 
of human destiny. (Arnold Hauser) 12 
11 • II I Darwin Turner, The Negro Dramatist s Image of the 
Universe, 1920-1960," CLA Journal, 5, No. 2, (1961), p. 107. 
12Eric Bentley, ed., The Theory of the Modern Stage
(Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1968), p. 409. 
9 
The hero of Langston Hughes' Simply Heavenly (1957) 
was Jesse B. Semple. Semple, an ordinary, innocuous 
philanderer, was drawn by Hughes as both a comic and a 
pathetic figure, and typified Hughes' realistic appraisal 
of blacks which he described as the lower class of society. 
Hughes offered Semple to the Broadway stage confident that 
his audience would not mistake the values of Semple to be 
the values of the collective black community.13
In 1957, Loften Mitchell, in his play The Land Be­
yond the River, dramatized the experiences of the Rev. Dr. 
De. Laine of South Carolina, who sued for bus transportation 
for black children in a rural area. Mitchell dramatized 
the facts of the actual case by focusing attention on the 
psychological tensions of the minister who was forced to 
decide whether or not to endure intense pressures from the 
white establishment in order to continue·a fight in which 
few people seemed interested.14
As black drama matured during the fifties, so it also 
moved toward liberation in those years--liberation of the 
playwright from some of the stereotypes previously imposed 
and liberation from thought and aesthetic standards pre­
viously prescribed. As early as 1926, Langston Hughes, in 
13
webster Smalley, ed., Five Plays by Langston Hughes 
(Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1963), 
p. 115.
14Turner in Black Drama in America, p. 16.
10 
his essay "The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain," had 
expressed what he felt then to be the immediate task of the 
black artist. 
We younger Negro artists who create 
now intend to express our dark-skinned 
selves without fear or shame. If white 
people are pleased, we are glad. If 
they are not, it doesn't matter. We 
know we are beautiful. And ugly too. 
If colored people are pleased, we are 
glad. If they are not, their dis­
pleasure doesn't matter either. We 
build our temples for tomorrow, strong 
as we know how, and we stand on top of the 
mountain, free within ourselves.15 
Thus, patterns and qualities of the black man's image 
in American drama had begun to shift. The Hungarian critic 
George Lukacs articulated in his essay on the sociology of 
modern drama the result of such shifting awarenesses on the 
dramatist's work. 
New conflicts result from the new 
patterning of sensibilities, and this 
at precisely the juncture where, in 
the old order of society, the relation 
of higher to lower rank found stability, 
the point where a tradition which dated 
back centuries had the energy to confirm 
and perpetuate tendencies through which 
the lives of men mingled in the most 
intimate manner.16
15
Langston Hughes, "The Negro Artist and the Racial
Mountain," in Five Black Writers, ed., Donald B. Gibson 
(New York: New York University Press, 1970), p. 229. 
16 Lukacs in The Theory of the Modern Stage, p. 439.
Lukacs asked further: 
How does man in the new life relate 
to the men in the world about him? 
We must phrase the question thus, if 
we are to arrive at a man suitable 
f or drama.17
11 
What kind of black man came of age in the new brand 
of black drama? Robert Brustein believes that, in order 
to answer the question, it is necessary to study the drama­
tist out of whose psyche the character evolves. Brustein, 
in discussing ideas behind the theatre of revolt, has stated 
that the modern dramatist is essentially a metaphysical 
rebel, and that whatever his personal convictions, his art 
. th ' f ' ' 1 d · ' lBis e expression o a spiritua con ition. 
He (the modern dramatist] is a militant 
of the ideal • . • and his discontent 
extends to the very roots of existence. 
The work of art itself becomes a militant 
gesture--a more imaginative reconstruction 
of a chaotic, disordered world.19 
The black dramatist thus became increasingly concerned 
not only with conceptualizing more vividly the chaotic, dis­
ordered world of America as he related to it, but also 
with building a more positive and realistic image of the 
black man seeking to interact meaningfully with his society. 
17 Lukacs, p. 439. 
18Robert Brustein, The Theatre of Revolt (Boston: 
Little, Brown, and Co., 1962), p. 8. 
19 . Bruste1.n, p. 9.
12 
Luigi Pirandello articulated the psychology of the situ­
ation in which the black dramatist of the nineteen fifties 
and early sixties found himself. 
My friend, when someone lives, he lives 
and does not watch himself. Well, ar­
range things so he does watch himself 
in the act of living, a prey to his 
passions, by placing a mirror before 
him; either he will be astonished and 
dismayed by his own appearance . . .  or 
he will spit at his image in disgust, 
or will angrily thrust out his fist 
to smash it. If he was weeping, he 
will no longer be able to do so, if 
he was laughing, he will no longer be 
able to laugh. In short, there will be 
some manifestation of pain.20 
By the late fifties, black playwrights had begun to 
fashion characters out of what they understood to be the 
essence of blackness. In the years between 1900 and mid­
century, the black man in drama evolved from a shuffler and 
a mongrel to a sensitive and complex human being with a 
need and a potential for self-evaluation. 
The black writer was ready to assert that he, like 
any other author, had the right to create for his own cul­
ture. He had come to understand that the black artist's 
culture is related to, part of, influenced by, but not 
identical with, the culture of middle-class white America. 
Shakespeare had presumed an audience sufficiently conver­
sant with and sympathetic to the principles of monarchy so 
20 Robert W. Corrigan, The Theatre in Search of a 
Fix (New York: Delacorte Press, 1973), p. 351. 
13 
that he did not have to define his belief in it.21 Simi­
larly, the black playwright wanted and needed audiences 
which could understand and appreciate the culture which 
formed the background of his drama. Black artists in­
creasingly believed that they must design their work to 
teach blacks understandings which should, must, charac­
terize both their relationships with each other and the 
relationship of the black community to other elements of 
society. 
21Turner, Black Drama in America, p. 20. 
*** 
CHAPTER II 
Since the late 1950's, dozens of plays have been 
produced by black writers, most of which attempt to concep­
tualize a realistic image of the modern black American. 
Also since the 1950's, the dramatic methods and orienta­
tions of the black playwrights have been as varied as the 
playwrights themselves. 
Lorraine Hansberry was the most influential play­
wright the black theatre has had to date. Before he r, no major 
work by a black playwright had ever become fully integrated 
into the body of American drama. In 1957, Miss Hansberry 
wrote a play--A Raisin in the Sun--which was accepted and 
lauded simultaneously by the black and the white communi­
ties. She became the youngest American playwright, the 
only black writer, ever to win the New York Drama Critics 
Circle Award for "Best Play of the Year." More importantly, 
Lorraine Hansberry created an image of the black man, in 
Walter Lee Younger, which focused on the human aspects of 
the black American which other playwrights had failed to 
capture. Miss Hansberry managed to humanize her black pro­
tagonist without sentimentalizing or glorifying him. She 
dramatized the forces and anxieties which define the modern 
black American experience. 
15 
A Raisin in the Sun helped define the dissident mood 
of the evolving "black aesthetic." The play takes a look 
at the life of one black family in South Chicago. 
Essential to an understanding of the work of Lorraine 
Hansberry is a knowledge of her humanist value system--de­
fined by her as a respect for man and a sense of awe at the 
possibilities inherent in him.
22 
In July, 1964, Lorraine Hansberry was part of a forum 
at Town Hall in New York City called "The Black Revolution 
and the White Backlash." In making her statement on art 
and politics before that forum, Miss Hansberry expressed 
ideas which provide a key to understanding the humanist 
philosophy which inspired A Raisin in the Sun. 
Some of the first people who have died so 
far in this struggle have been white men. 
And I, for one, would be prepared • .  : to 
accept the leadership of a person who gives 
that much devotion as against someone who 
would exhibit the traitorous characteris­
tics of • • •  Moise Tshembe. I don't think 
we can decide ultimately on the basis of 
color. The passion we express should be 
understood • • •  in that context. We want 
total identification. It's not a question 
of reading anybody out; it's a merger • • •
but it has to be a merger on the basis of 
true and genuine equality. 23
22
Lorraine Hansberry, "Author's Reply," New York 
Times, 28 June 1959, Section II, p. 3, cols. 1-3. 
23 1· Ju ius Lester, 
Les Blancs , ed. , Robert 
1973 ), pp. 16-17. 
Introduction to Lorraine Hansberry, 
Nemiroff (New York: Vintage Books, 
16 
A Raisin in the Sun is a realist three-act drama 
shaped to define the complexities of a dream deferred. The 
play concerns the Younger family, ghetto dwellers who moved 
north with the hope of finding opportunity to realize some 
of their life's goals. The impediments which held them 
back in years before, however, become more ominous as the 
family matures together. Thirty-five year old Walter Lee 
Younger is a chauffeur who is about to break under the strain 
of supporting five people. Beneatha , his sister, wants to 
go to college and study medicine, but does not fully rea­
lize the burden which will be placed on the other members of 
the family. Walter Lee's pregnant wife Ruth knows that the 
family cannot afford another child and faces a decision of 
whether or not to get an abortion. Mama Younger wishes for 
a house where the family can live comfortably, but finds no 
encouragement in the concrete wasteland of Chicago's South­
side. 
In order to earn money to support his family, Younger 
wants to buy a share �n a liquor store with the ten thousand 
dollars insurance money his mother has received on his dead 
father's policy. His mother refuses because she believes 
that liquor stores are immoral. Walter Lee steals part of the 
money from her but loses it to a black con-man. Mama Younger , 
meanwhile, has made a down payment on a home, but it sits 
in a neighborhood where black people have never lived. De ­
spite warnings of opposition from their new neighbors, 
the family decides to move, hoping to realize one 
dream. 
17 
Though the question as to whether the play is melo­
drama is debatable, the texture of the play should be ex­
amined in light of an operational definition of the term. 
Melodrama utilizes a serious action, one 
that usually arises because an 'evil' 
character threatens a 'good' character. 
The situation is, however, temporary, and 
the 'good' character is happy at the end 
of the play. • • • The emotional powers 
in melodrama are fear (for the good 
characters) and hate (for the bad charac­
ters}. The story requires that the events 
be arranged in a suspenseful sequence, with 
movement from upset, to conflict, to 
victory. The characters of melodrama are 
usually static because their basic moral 24choices are set before the action begins. 
It is simple enough to see that the Youngers are 
meant to represent the "good" characters, as opposed to the 
"badness" of the collective white community. The basic 
antagonism is germane to the dramaturgy, for out of it 
arise the emotional powers of the play and the suggestion 
of movement from "upset, to conflict, to victory." 
·A Raisin in the Sun has been accused of belying the
principles behind the new black aesthetic, because the 
characters in the play so obviously wish to succeed on the 
24
s am Smiley, The Drama of Attack (Columbia, i1Hssouri: 
University of Missouri Press, 1972), p. 92. 
18 
white man's terms in the white man's world. The playwright 
explained her reasoning. 
The Negro, as primarily presented in the past, 
• . • has seldom been a portrait of men, only
a portrait of a concept, and that concept has
been a romance and no other thing. By its
very nature, white supremacy longed for the
contentment of the Negro with 'his place. 1 
One is always ready to believe that someone
else is exhilirated by 'plenty of nuttin.'
Since real-life Negroes have failed to oblige,
the white writer • • •  has not failed to
people his 'Negro world' with Negroes who did
not seem to know that slavery was intoler­
able • . •  a form of hell on earth. A larger
scale of dreams and anguish eluded their
creators, and showed some otherwise great
creative imaginations to be incapable of the
recognition of the universal complexity of
hurnankind.25
It is necessary to understand that the Younger family 
seeks to establish a black identity within the nineteen­
fifties American cultural context. The reason for their 
attitude is traceable to the playwright's sensitivity to 
stereotypes and to her society. Black character develop­
ment had to be handled delicately if the dramatist of the 
time cared to present a black character who was honorable and 
sympathetic, but nevertheless contained within the limits 
of actual black experience.
26 
Walter Lee Younger is de­
signed to project the image of the black man, who, contrary 
25
Lorraine.Hansberry,. "The Negro in the American 
Theatre," in Ameri•can Playwrights on Drama, ed., Horst 
Frenz (New York: Hill and Wong, 1965), p. 165. 
2 6 th · . ·1· . ( N Y k Na . an Irvin Huggins, Har em Renaissance ew or.: 
Oxford University Press, 1971), pp. 142-143. 
to the stereotype, suffers under the unfair and arbitrary 
problems and setbacks which plague him. 
19 
A Raisin in the Sun demonstrates the clash of atti­
tudes and convictions between generations, between men and 
women, between black and white. The young chauffeur wants 
to use his father's insurance money to become a capitalist. 
His frustration mounts as first his sister and then his 
mother oppose his plans. His wife is torn between support­
ing her husband and keeping peace in the family. Mama 
Younger is the ascetic black matriarch, who has over the 
years worked hard and made sacrifices for a family and a fu­
ture which seem to be falling apart. Mama dreams of col­
lege for her daughter and a house--"a little old two-story 
somewhere, with a yard where Travis could play in the 
summertime.11
27 
The daughter and sister, Beneatha, is a
twenty-two year old college co-ed thriving in a world of 
perpetual adolescence, insensitive to the problems which 
harass other members of her family. Unable to comprehend 
the magnitude of her brother's despair, she dismisses him 
as an "elaborate neurotic.11 28 
2 7L . b A . . . h S ( k orra1.ne Hans erry, Raisin in t e un New Yor :
New American Library, 1958), p. 3 2. 
28 
Hansberry, p. 35. 
20 
Some of the most insightful scenes in the play in­
volve the assertive sister and her African friend, Asagai. 
Much of the message of the drama is transmitted through the 
less serious dialogue. When Bennie first tells her mother 
that an African is coming to visit them, Mama innocently 
replies that she has never met an African.29 The friend 
turns out to be a sophisticated Nigerian intellectual who 
both flatters and disturbs Beneatha. Asagai perceives her 
shallow liberalism and challenges her dedication to the 
back-to-Africa movement by inviting her back to Africa. The 
girl's inability to make a commitment suggests the play­
wright's skepticism regarding separatism. Miss Hansberry 
openly questioned the separatist's ability to disengage him­
self from a culture into which he had been bred.30 
Differences in achievement orientation which exist 
between Walter Lee and his sister and her friends generate 
tension. The chauffeur feels much disdain toward George 
.Murchison, one of Bennie's wealthy boyfriends. Walter Lee 
resents Murchison's opportunities, which happen to be the 
same opportunities he resents never having had. 
Walter: I see you all the time--going to 
your 'clahsses.' And for what! 
What the hell you learning over 
there? • • •  They teaching you 
how to run a rubber plantation or 
a saw mill? 
29Hansberry, p. 45. 
30 Lester, p. 25. 
21 
George: You're all whacked up with bitterness, man. 
Walter: And you--ain't you bitter, man? Don't 
you see no stars gleaming that you 
can't reach out and grab? • • •  You
happy? You contented son-of-a-bitch--
you happy? 31
The drama of A Raisin in the Sun is defined to a 
large extent by the discrepant moral values of mother and 
son. The son cannot make his mother understand that the 
church, with its promises of a better life later, is a con­
tributing factor to their hard times. Mama cannot compre­
hend the hungry design of her son's passions. She believes 
that her insurance money well-invested into a house and a 
college education for her daughter should alleviate a 
large part of Walter Lee's disgust with his station in life. 
Mama defines success in terms of financial security, while 
her son visualizes success as unlimited opportunity for 
self-advancement and entrepreneurial gain, and consequently, 
upward social mobility. 
Walter: Sometimes it's like I can see the 
future stretched out in front of me 
Just waiting for me--a big, looming 
blank space--full of nothing. 
Mama: Son--how come you talk so much 'bout money? 
Walter: Because it is life, Mama! 
Mama: • . • You something new, boy. In my time
we was worried about not being lynched
and getting to the North if we could and
31Hansberry, A Raisin in the· Sun, p. 71. 
how to stay alive and still have a 
pinch of dignity, too • • • •  Now here
come you and Beneatha--talking 'bout 
things we ain't never even thought 
about hardly, me and your daddy. 32 
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The generations cannot resolve their differing defi­
nitions of survival. "The dream deferred is Walter's dream," 
Max Lerner noted. 
Examine it--the dream of getting away from his 
despised job, of setting up a business with a 
liquor license, of building it up big, of hav­
ing pearls to hang around the neck of his 
wife • • •  and you see that it isn't particu­
larly Walter's dream as a Negro, nor yet an 
intensely private one. It is a dream which 
comes out of the larger culture of the whites, 
in which Walter is caught up. 33 
Because Walter Lee feels that he cannot meaningfully 
discuss his frustrations with his mother, and since he be­
comes increasingly alienated from his wife and sister, he 
follows his intuition and buys a share in the liquor store. 
After losing his investment to a con-man, he realizes that 
pride is the only dignity left to him. "�en the represen­
tative from the white neighborhood comes to the Youngers 
with an offer to buy back the property in which Mama has 
invested, Walter Lee, in one of the few tones of resolve 
in the play, tells him: 
32Hansberry, A Raisin in• the sun, p. 61. 
33Max Lerner, as quoted in Abramson, p. 247.
What I am telling you is that we called you 
over here to tell you that we are very proud 
and that this is • • . my son, who makes the 
sixth generation of our family in this country, 
and that we have all thought about your offer 
and we have decided to move into our house. 34
23 
The depth of the conflicts generated by A Raisin in 
the Sun attests to the fact that the play is more than a 
peep at the hard times of poor blacks. The psychic tensions 
of Walter Lee, I-lama, and Beneatha form the core of conten­
tion and the base upon which character interaction is built. 
The play becomes drama as the needs underlying the family's 
tensions move toward resolve at the end. 
As the design of the work unfolds, Hansberry's 
chauffeur evinces shades of the twentieth century tragic 
hero as drawn by Arthur Miller in his essay "Tragedy and 
the Common Man • 11 
• • •  In this stretching and tearing apart of
the cosmos • . .  the character gains 'size,'
the tragic stature which is spuriously attached
to the royal or the highborn in our minds.
'rhe commonest of men may take on that stature
to the extent of his willingness to throw all
he has into the contest, the battle to secure
his rightful place in the world. 35
Lorraine Hansberry, in A Raisin in the Sun, presents 
the Younger family as strong black people who wrestle with 
3 4Hansberry, pp. 127-128. 
35Arthur Miller, "Tragedy and the Common Man," in
Frenz, p. 82. 
day-to-day existence in the slums. Black critic Julius 
Lester has noted that since she draws them with "such pre­
cise fidelity they are true to the social, cultural, and 
political environment in which they live, and by being so, 
they become universal--as Leopold and Molly Bloom become 
universal." 36 Brooks Atkinson compared the playwright's
handling of characterization to Chekhov's in The Cherry 
Orchard. 
Although the social scale of the characters 
is different, the knowledge of how character 37
is controlled by environment is much the same. 
The playwright, however, resented critics who, in 
grasping the universality of the play, diminished the sig­
nificance of the black particulars. 
People are trying to say that they belive 
• • •  the characters in our play transcend
category • • • •  I believe that one of the
most sound ideas in dramatic writing is
that in order to create the universal, you
must pay great attention to the specific •
. • • I think people, to the extent we accept
them and believe them as who they're supposed
to be, can become everybody.38
Harold Clurman appreciated the "authenticity" of A Raisin 
in the Sun and attributed that authenticity to the 
36 
Lester, p. 15.
37Brooks Atkinson, "The Theatre: 'A Raisin in the
Sun . 111 New York Times, 12 March 1959, p. 127, cols. 1-3.,. 
38 Hansberry, Les Blancs, pp. 15-1 6.
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playwright's confessed determination to say what she had 
. 39seen and experienced. 
25 
James Baldwin, in 1969, wrote an essay entitled 
"Sweet Lorraine," in which he said that "in Raisin black 
people recognized that house and all the people in it.1 40 
He explained that Miss Hansberry had 
supplied the play with an interpretative 
element which could not be present in the 
minds of white people: a kind of claustro­
phobic terror, created not only by their 
knowledge of the house but by their know­
ledge of the streets. 4 1 
The Hansberry play allows the black man to "watch himself 
in the act of living.11
4 2 A Raisin in the Sun presents the
montage of a dream deferred. The audience senses, however, 
that the Younger�• dream holds the potential for actuali­
zation. The family moves into forbidden territory, and as 
James Bladwin notes, "Walter Lee Younger keeps the faith. 11 43
39ttarold Clurrnan, "Theatre, 11 lJation, 4 April 1959,
p. 30.
40James Baldwin, Introduction to Lorraine Hansberry,
To Be Young, Gifted and Black (New York: New American
.... L
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Ba win, p. xii.
4 2corrigan, p. 351.
43 l. . . .. Ba awin, p. xiii.
Critic Robert Nemiroff points out that A Raisin in 
the Sun does not have a happy ending--"only a commitment 
44to new levels of struggle." 
26 
Playwright Hansberry believed in the significance of 
a play such as A Raisin in the Sun to the mid-century 
American theatre. 
We must not be intimidated by the residue 
of the past . • • •  Each hour that flies 
teaches that Porgy is as much inclined to 
hymns of sedition as to lullabies and love 
songs; everywhere he is making his own 
sounds in the night.45 
, The black theatre quickly became sensitized to Lorraine 
Hansberry's promulgations. 
4 4
Neimroff, as quoted by Lester, p. 18. 
45Hansberry, in American Playwrights on Drama, p. 167. 
CHAPTER III 
Other black playwrights--specifically James Baldwin 
and LeRoi Jones--attempted with Blues for Mr. Charlie and 
Dutchman to do what Lorraine Hansberry had accomplished with 
A Raisin in the Sun: to create a black man representative 
of the black experience. 
James Baldwin put much stock in Lorraine Hansberry's 
dictum which contended that the purpose of art was to exude 
an "energy which could change things.11 46 Baldwin's Blues
for Mr. Charlie was written in the belief that Richard 
Henry (the black protagonist) might force the white man to 
see the errors of his politics of racism, the perversities 
inherent in white attitudes toward the black American. 
Baldwin had the social consciousness stirred by Martin 
Luther King and the Civil Rights movement working in his 
favor. The movement had exposed the corruption and injus­
tice of the American South. The playwright, however, 
failed in Blues to assimilate a qualitative dramatic state­
ment on the inte�racial crisis as he understood it. 
In April, 1964, the play Blues for Mr. Charlie was 
staged for the first time. Blues was based, in the words 
of the playwright, 
46Hansberry, To Be Young, Gifted and Black, p. xiv.
very distantly indeed on the case of 
Emmett Till--the Negro youth who was 
murdered in Mississippi in 1955. The 
murderer in this case was acquitted. 
After his acquittal, he recounted the 
facts of the murder • • • •  I do not 
know why the case pressed on my mind47so hard--but it would not let me go. 
28 
The play presents the story of a black youth who 
returns to his Southern hometown after a drug habit has 
ended his attempt at a career in music in the North. With­
in a brief time, he becomes involved in an altercation with 
a white man who is known to have killed a black man. The 
white man kills the dope addict also, but is again acquitted 
t .  l 48 at ria . Baldwin presents the black youth as the vie-
tim of overwhelming societal odds, and purports to take a 
look at the psyche of the oppressor as well as that of the 
oppressed. In reviewing Blues for Mr. Charlie, it is 
necessary to keep in mind the discrepancies between the 
message Baldwin wanted to communicate and what he actually 
accomplished by presenting his ideas in dramatic form. By 
focusing on these discrepancies, it is possible to con­
ceptualize the image of the black American which Baldwin 
ultimately depicts. Baldwin fails at his intended purpose 
for several reasons, but one fault is obvious. The passion 
47Jarnes Baldwin, Blues for Mr. Charlie (New York:
Dial Press, 1970), p. 6. 
48Turner, Black Drama in America, p. 17.
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behind the playwright's intent becomes lost in the fury and 
rampant illogic which define the substance of the play. 
The dramatis personae are robbed of credible dimension by 
Baldwin's inability to draw a valid portrait of both the 
black victim and the white murderer. 
Within the play, Lyle Britten is a white store owner 
who murders the son of a black minister and refuses to ad­
mit that he has committed a crime. In Lyle's eyes, the 
events which brought about the boy's death are easily ex­
plained. 1. The young man, Richard Henry, was a doper from 
New York City who had insulted Lyle's wife. All that Lyle 
had wanted from the boy was an apology, and when Richard 
refused, Lyle had no choice but to kill him. Though he 
has now murdered two blacks, he denies having anything 
against the race. He tells Parnell James, the local news­
paper editor: 
You sound like you think I got something 
against colored folks--but I don't • . . • 
But I'll be damned if I'll mix with them. 
In retaliation against people like Lyle, young 
Richard Henry becomes involved with white women in order to 
abuse them. He tells Jaunita, his black girlfriend, 
I want them to be sad, baby, I want 
to screw up their minds forever. SO
49 ld . Bl f M Ch 1 · 27 Ba win, ues or r. ar ie, p. . 
50Baldwin, Blues for Mr. Charlie, p. 42. 
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Revenge is the rmderlying motivation for all Richard's 
actions. He wants revenge for injustice against his people, 
and he wants to revenge the death of his mother, who was 
pushed down the steps of a white hotel. To the eyes of the 
white community, Richard is an outsider from the North, a 
dope fiend, an insolent nigger who fools arormd with white 
51women. 
In order to prevent Lyle from being found guilty, 
white witnesses distort the facts of the case. Although 
Richard Henry.did not physically assault Mrs. Britten, she 
claims that· the black boy tried to rape her. Much of the 
trial hinges on whether Richard had possessed pornographic 
pictures of white women, which have nothing to do with 
Lyle's guilt, but which strongly affect the emotions of 
the jury. In order to protect his race, each individual 
deceives himself and others, each rationalizing his deceit 
by silently appealing to a conc�pt of racial justice or 
to Christianity. 
Critic Oscar G. Brockett once noted that a play 
will not succeed in persuading unless it is reasonably 
successful aesthetically as well. 11 He added that we tend 
to label plays propagandistic or didactic only if the 
51Louis Phillips, "The Novelist As Playwright," in 
· Modern American Drama: Essays in Criticism, ed. William
E. Taylor (Deland, Florida: Everett/Edwards, Inc., 1968),
p. 14 8.
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emotional and intellectual powers have not been adequately 
. 
· 1 t d ' h 
· 52 ass1.m1. a e 1.nto aest et1.c powers. 
Blues for .Mr. Charlie does not assimilate emotionally, 
intellectually, or aesthetically. More importantly, the 
image of the black man, which Lorraine Hansberry had earlier 
exploited so effectively, Lecomes in Blues reduced to mean­
ingless chaos. The play constitutes little more than 
sterile protest literature, and an examination of the 
dramaturgy bears out the accusation. 
The play is presented in a series of flashbacks, de­
signed to enable the audience to see the actual events as 
opposed to the "facts" as represented by the Lyle Britten 
defense. First we hear shots and see a body dumped into 
a ditch. �hen we meet the black boy (the victim of the 
preceding scene) and stay with him until he is shot a 
second time offstage. Again, he re-appears and plays two 
scenes, and at the end of the first act, his body is brought 
onstage for the funeral. The remainder of the play follows 
in sequence, with occasional flashbacks and a series of 
soliloquies, and at the end, Richard Henry is shot again 
onstage, for the third time. The flashbacks and flashfor­
wards ultimately subvert the power of the drama, since the 
audience must give so much attention to following the time 
scheme. 
52 . . 
4 Brockett, as quoted 1.n Smiley, p. 20 • 
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Baldwin's message is further subverted by the rigi­
dity of the symbolism. Blues depicts Whitetown and Black­
town within Plaguetown, where the black man is murdered. 
Whitetown is a community of sinners, Blacktown a community 
of saints. The individual virtues of Richard Henry never 
surface. He is Richard Henry, symbol of Blacktown. Simi­
larly, Lyle Britten represents collective Whitetown. The 
saints and sinners are both appropriately flawed; there are 
elements of good in the whites and of evil in the blacks, 
b t th t. 1 d' t· . . 53 u e essen ia is inction remains. 
Since the white characters, even the murderer, have 
some sympathetic lines, and the blacks sometimes quarrel 
among themselves, the play may be said to have a cer.tain 
objectivity. The objectivity is, however, superficial. 
The moral contrast between the white and black communi­
ties is too sharply exaggerated to be credible.54 Critic
Robert Brustein noted that "the characters have no life 
apart from narrow racial categories, and the categories 
h 1 b d . d. 11 55t emse ves are ase on preJu ice. 
Whitetown is characterized as sadist and supremacist, 
burning with hate for black men and lust for black women, 
53Howard M. Harper, Jr. Desperate Faith: A Study
of Bellow, Salinger, Hailer, Baldwin and Updike (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1967), p. 159. 
54 Harper, p. 160.
55Robert Brustein, Seasons of Discontent: Dramatic
Opinions 1959-1965 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1965 L 
p. 16 2.
or full of vacillating liberals who befriend the blacks 
only to betray them later. 
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The play appears, at many points, to be a code, or 
metaphor, for sexual conflict. Blues presents a picture 
of the black man who becomes a victim of the myth of black 
sexuality, with positive elements of his humanity being 
lost in the shadows. 
In his book, The· Exploding Stage critic Norris Hough­
ton noted that Baldwin's drama is one in which the battle 
over sexual superiority between blacks and whites seems 
the prime motivation. 
It is a stern accusation to make against 
one of the blacks' most gifted writers, 
but on the basis of the evidence, it is 
a just one; the white man merely envies 
the black his sexual superiority and is 
determined to get even.56 
Brustein believes that Blues' emphasis on the superiority 
of Negro sexuality is evidence that Baldwin's intimate 
self is not integrated into the body of the play. 
Particularly depressing is Baldwin's 
curious insistence on the superiority 
of Negro sexuality, especially since 
this is a myth which the author himself 
once took pains to explode. 57 
56Norris Houghton, The Exploding Stage (New York: 
Dell Publishing Co., 1971), p. 200. 
57Brustein, s�asons of- Discontent, p. 163.
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Brustein focuses on the consequences of Baldwin's preoccu­
pation with the sexual angle of black-white relationships. 
You would never learn from Blues for 
Mr. Charlie that segregation has social, 
political, or economic roots. Baldwin 
has determined that the major caus58ofanti-Negro feeling is sexual envy. 
Susan Sontag believes that the play demonstrates 
not the social guilt of the whites, as Baldwin had in­
tended, but their social inferiority. She says that Blues 
is not really about what it claims to be about • 
• • • It is really about the anguish of
tabooed sexual longings, about the 
crisis of identity which comes from 
confronting these longings, and about 
the rage and destructiveness (often 
self-destructiveness) by which one 
tries to surmount this crisis.59 
Sontag sees Blues as having a psychological subject rather 
than a social one. 
Howard Taubman, reviewing the Broadway production of 
Blues for Mr. Charlie reasoned that Baldwin knew how Negroes 
think and feel but failed to dramatize believable black­
white conflict. 
58Brustein, Seasons of Discontent, p. 164.
59susan Sontag, Against Interpretation (New York:
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1966), p. 153. 
His [Baldwin's] Negro-hating Southerners 
may talk and behave as he suggests, but 
in the theatre, they are caricatures. 60
Critic John McClain has stated that Blues is concerned 
35 
with an echelon below the level of the responsible Negroes 
and whites who must resolve the racial crisis which Baldwin 
had meant to dramatize. He notes that the events which 
define the fury between Blacktown and Whitetown are "based 
on sheer ignorance and the sort of animal violence that has 
very little bearing on the infinitely larger dilemma.11
61 
One comes away with the impression that 
the author has taken the easy and obvious 
means of making his point. For he is con­
cerned principally with a colored boy, one­
time drug addict, and the most short-tempered 
member of the local poor white trash. 62
McClain's assessment of the play asks, justifiably, whether 
a point such as Baldwin wishes to make can be proven on 
stage by exploiting such highly inflammable ingredients. 
Baldwin's handling of dialogue constitutes a fault 
which serves to narrow the perspective with which he 
approaches the racial probiem. 7he playwright exploits 
60Howard Taubman, "Common Burden," New York Times, 
3 May 19 64, Section 2X, p. l, cols. 1-2. 
61John McClain, "Bitterness and Anger," Hew York
Journal American, 24 April 19 64, p. 11, cols. 1-4. 
62 l . McC ain, p.11.
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the four letter word and establishes it as the basis of 
communication between the races. The language of the play 
lends credence to Susan Sontag's assertion that the play's 
intended subject is displaced by the preoccupation with 
sexual antagonisms. Lee Strasberg, one of the play's 
directors, expressed a belief that "the lines are so strong 
they hide the inner message.11 63 Walter Kerr could appreciate
Baldwin's "angry, candid, declaiming voice," but believed 
that Baldwin could not cut off its sound when the point 
was made. 
Again and again we have given assent 
to an argument or been alerted by an 
image. Almost without fail, the author 
adds the three lines that will diffuse 
what has stirred.64
A black youth in Birmingham, Alabama, who had recently 
read Blues for Mr. Charlie expressed his feelings about 
the play in these words to sociologist Robert Coles in 1964. 
Baldwin jumps all over the white man, 
and sometimes I feel like doing nothing 
else ••.. But you can't win if you're 
white. I mean no matter what you try 
to do you're wrong ..•• If I felt like 
Baldwin, I wouldn't try another sit-in; 
63Jarnes Feron, "Charlie scored by London Critics," 
new York Times, 5 May 1965, p. 11, cols. 1-4. 
64walter Kerr, "Kerr on Blues for Mr. Charlie, 11 
New York Herald-Tribune, 24 April 1964, p. 17, cols. 1-4 . 
I'd be too depressed •••. If I were white 
I'd get annoyed with him after a while, 
because he goes overboard .••• You know, 
talks like a seggie in reverse.65
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Richard Henry is the actualization of the "seggie in 
reverse," and the substance of his hatred defines the fabric 
of the play. At one point, P�chard tells his mother that he 
believes he must treat white people as if they were respon­
sible for "all the crimes that ever happened in the history 
of the world,1166 and we note the consequences of such a 
philosophy as his body is dumped into a ditch. 
In Blues for Mr. Charlie, James Baldwin has pre­
sented an impassioned but more often confusing statement 
of the wrongs of a one-colored Sou�1ern justice. The 
picture of the black man's plight is bleak as depicted 
by Baldwin, and the audience is made to feel that if 
Richard Henry had been allowed a future it would have 
promised very little hope. Baldwin offers us an image 
of the black man who can easily become his own worst 
enemy. Howard Taubman explained the author's failure 
to draw a protagonist worthy of sympathy. 
65 Robert Coles, "Baldwin's Burden," Partisan Review, 
31 (1964), 416. 
66Baldwin, Blues for Mr. Charlie, pp. 35-36. 
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He [Richard Henry] is explosive with rebellion. 
He is not merely demanding his rights; he 
is insolent, spoiling for a fight. He speaks 
for the Negro who is beyond civility in his 
frantic pursuit for full civil and human rights.67
The image of the black man who had moved beyond civility 
in his frantic pursuit of human rights now dominated the 
black theatre. As Amiri Baraka was soon to demonstrate in 
Dutchman, a careless exploitation of the new image could 
serve to lessen both the credibility and the art of black 
drama. 
67Howard Taubman, ''Theatre: Blues for Mr. Charlie,"
New York Times, 24 April 1964, Section L, p. 24, cols. 1-3. 
CHAPTER IV 
Early in the 19 60's LeRoi Jones wrote an essay 
entitled "The Myth of a Negro Literature," in which he 
stated that 11 the paradox of the Negro experience in 
America is that it is a separate experience, but insepar­
able from the complete experience of American life.11
68
The cultural memory of Africa informs 
the Negro's life in America, but it is 
impossible to se�arate it from its American
transformation.6 
Jones could not have been more correct. Lorraine Hansberry 
had worked under the same assumption and had dramatized the 
"paradox of the Negro experience" in A Raisin in the Sun. 
By the mid-sixties, however, Jones was no longer willing 
to assert that the black experience must be interpreted as 
a part of the complete experience of American life. By 
19 65, he was preaching that black America must declare it­
self a separate entity--a new nation--dedicated to the 
perpetuation of the cultural memory of Africa. Jones 
had become 11 Imamu Amiri Baraka,11 founder and sustaining 
68 . H LeRoi Jones, ome, 
Co., Inc., 19 66), p. irr:--
69 Jones, p. 111
(New York: William Morrow and 
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influence of the Black Revolutionary Theatre. The new 
black theatre, precipitated by the militant consciousness 
of the Civil Rights movement, existed to damn the non­
black elements of American life. Baraka had become the 
black militant artist, and predicted that the black 
theatre would become one of the most powerful instruments 
of the black revolution. 
The Revolutionary Theatre must EXPOSE! 
Show the insides of these humans, look 
into black skulls. White men will cower 
before this theatre because it hates them. 
Because they themselves have been trained 
to hate. The Revolutionary Theatre must 
hate them for hating. For presuming with 
their technology to deny the supremacy of 
the Spirit. They will all die because of 
this.70
The Black Theatre as defined by Baraka would expose and 
categorize--expose the white man as the·mean oppressor and 
categorize the black man as the noble victim. Baraka 
formulated the victim vs. oppressor code which has since 
become an element of ritual in black theatre. 
It [black theatre] must accuse and attack 
anything that can be accused and attacked . 
. • • It is a theatre of Victims. It looks 
at the sky with the victim's eyes, and 
moves the victims to look at the strength 




Deviation from the formula, Baraka asserted, would con­
stitute a corruption of Social Truth. Dutchman, one of 
Baraka's most forceful manifestations of policy, treats the 
subject of inter-racial hatred and examines the roots of the 
conf�ict as the playwright perceives them. 
11 Symbolically and in fact, 11 says black critic Larry 
Neal, "the relationship between Clay (Black America) and 
Lula (White America) is rooted in the historic castration 
of black manhood. 1172 
In the psyche of white America, the 
black man is both an object of love 
and hate. Clay is doomed when he 
allows himself to participate in Lula's 
fantasy in the first place.73
Lula and Clay express their hatred for each other through 
violent dialogue in which each curses the other's sexu­
ality. The play is a dramatized extension of Baraka's 
essay 11American Sexual Reference: Black Male. 11 
The black man is covered with sex smell, 
gesture, aura, because, for one reason, 
the white man has tried to keep the black 
man hidden the whole time he has been in 
America. • • . When the possibility arose 
that these animals might really be men, 
then the castration ceremony was trotted 
out immediately, just to make sure these 
7 2Larry Neal, 11The Black Arts :Movement, 11 in The 
Black American Writer, ed., C. W. E. Bigsby (Baltimore, 
.Maryland: Penguin Books, Inc., 1969), p. 195. 
73 Neal, p. 19 5.
would-be men wouldn't try any 
funnystuff with the realmen's old 
ladies. 74 
Though Lula murders Clay at the end of Dutchman, 
42 
the physical violence of the play is second nature to the 
verbal violence. The dialogue creates the fiery tension 
which characterizes the exchange between the two principals. 
The expressed hatred generates the shock which Baraka 
challenges the audience to experience. Howard Taubman, in 
a New York Times review of the play, criticized the quality 
of Baraka's message. 
Everything about LeRoi Jones' Dutchman 
is designed to shock--its basic idea, 
its language, and its murderous rage. 75 
Susan Sontag believes that Dutchman is a descendant 
of the sexual duels to the death dramatized by Strindberg. 
At its best, in some of the early exchanges 
between Lula and Clay, it is neat and power­
ful. But as a whole--and one does look back 
at the play in light of the astonishing 
fantasy revealed at the end--it is altogether 
too frantic, too overstated. 76 
74Jones, p. 230. 
75Howard Taubman, 11 Dutchman, 11 New York Times, 
25 March 19 6 4, Section L, p. 46, cols. 1-2. 
76 Sontag, p. 156. 
Sontag suggests that the origin of what seems forced and 
ultimately unconvincing in Dutchman, as in Blues for Mr. 
Charlie, is the complex displacement of the play•s true 
subject. 
Race conflict is what the plays are 
supposed to be about. Yet also, in 
both plays, the racial problem is 
drawn mainly in terms of sexual 
attitudes. 77 
43 
Sontag notes that many aspects of the plot of Dutchman are 
similar to that of Blues for Mr. Charlie. In Dutchman, 
however, 
there is an added fillip of anxiety. 
As his contribution to the mystique 
of Negro sexuality, Jones brings up 
the question--which is never raised 
in Blues for Mr. Charlie--of being 
authentically Negro. 78 
Robert Brustein has also compared the elements of violence 
in Dutchman with those of Blues for Mr. Charlie. He says 
that the strain in both plays which suggests that the 
major cause of anti-black feeling is sexual envy is evidence 
of the "incredible chauvinism" which permeates the work. 
One finds the same desire to make 
hatred look virtuous in Dutchman 
where the chauvinism and violence 
of the Negro protagonist are forced 
7 7sontag, p. 154.
78sontag, p. 155.
from him by a white woman who needles, 
provokes, and finally kills him--but 
the rage belongs to the author. 79 
44 
Clay's act of violence, however, can go no further 
than a violence of words. He cannot translate his feelings 
into an act of murder, so he succumbs to the violence of 
his tormentor. Professor Robert Tener has analyzed Clay's 
inability to act. 
He has accepted the passive role and 
is tormented by the knowledge that in 
doing so he has become a fool and has 
denied his racial identity. Like Lula, 
Clay is already as dead as his white 
name. But he is also an intellectual 
black who has refused his closeness 
with the great masses of other blacks • 
. • . He has helped alienate
8
frimself
from a more meaningful life. 
The black man momentarily achieves some dignity and per­
sonal identity in cursing the white female. Clay, however, 
returns to his former role, conceding to Lula that he will 
not be able to participate in the drama which she has 
created. 
79Brustein, Seasons of Discontent, pp. 163-164.
80Robert L. Tener, 11 Role Playing As Dutchman," 
Studies in Black Literature, 3, No. 3 (19 72), 20. 
I better collect my stuff and get off 
this train. Looks like we won't be 
acting out that little pageant you 
outlined before.81 
The reasoning inherent in the drama is that if the young 
black man cannot act upon instinct, if he cannot destroy 
then and there an agent of suppression, he himself will 
be destroyed. Dutchman presents black vs. white as 
enemies to the death. 
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Tener postulates that the play has moments which 
provide insightful glimpses into the personalities of both 
Clay and Lula. 
What Baraka presents is not a mirror 
reversal of life. Instead, he focuses 
on the power of abstractions to create 
roles. For example, when Lula and Clay 
discuss going to a party, they rehearse 
their entrance. The act of rehearsing 
re-emphasizes the fact that each plays 
many roles but cannot play for any length
82 of time the role which each most admires. 
In the mind of the playwright, Clay is the ghost of 
the future of blacks in America who fail to achieve an 
African identity. According to Baraka, violence is the 
true liberator of the black man's psyche. Repeatedly in 
Dutchman, Clay is reminded by Lula that he has refrained 
81LeRoi Jones, Dutchman (New York: William Morrow 
and Co., 1964), p. 37. 
82Tener, p. 21. 
from murdering her and others like her only by interna­
lizing his hatred, by masking his knowledge of his own 
needs. 
Clay, Clay, you got to break out. 
Don't sit there dying the way they 
want you to die. Get up. 83
Baraka insists that Clay and Lula are not symbols, 
but then proceeds to describe them as if they are. Lula, 
he asserts, 
does not represent anything--she is one. 
And perhaps that thing is America, or at 
least its spirit. 84 
When critics charged that Lula was too crazy, extreme, 
neurotic, Baraka replied, 
You remember America, don't you, where 
they have unsolved murders happening 
before your eyes on television? How 
crazy, extreme, neurotic, does that sound? 
Lula, for all her alleged insanity, just 
barely reflects the insanity of this 
hideous place. B S 
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Black critic Shelby Steele, writing in Black World magazine, 
discussed the dangers of perpetuating the characters-as-
83Jones, Dutchman, p. 3 1. 
84
Jones, Home, p. 2 3 5.
85Jones, Home, p. 23 5.
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symbols as Baraka does in Dutchman. Miss Steele reasoned 
that excessive emotional involvement with symbolic charac­
terizations both undercut the drama which Clay and Lula 
acted out and encouraged a simplification of the values 
l . h th 1 t t · t 86 w�ic - e p ay mean o proJec . 
Baraka, in conjunction with Clay, obviously means 
to teach the black community to seek a black politics--an 
ordering of the world that is beneficial to its culture, 
to its interiorization and judgment of the world. Baraka 
sees himself and Clay as liberators of the black conscience. 
The black artist is desperately needed 
to change the images his people identify 
with • . . . The black intellectual is 
needed to change the interpretation of 
facts toward the black man's best interests, 
instead of merely tagging along reciting 
white judgments of the world. 87
Baraka intimidates. Dutchman stands as a dedicated enemy 
of Western aesthetics. The play defines the essence of 
the new black theatre canon, and the intensity of its 
shock and the gut quality of its violence become its raison 
d'etre. Dutchman visualizes not a unified society, but a 
world in which the present order is inverted. Humanistic 
86shelby Steele,"'White Port and Lemon Juice': 
on Ritual in The New Black Theatre," Black World, 22, 
(1973), 83. 
87Jones, Home, p. 248. 
Notes 
No. 8 
commitment is replaced by a revolutionary separatism. 
Baraka insists that the drama of his stage and the drama 
of life must L,come one. 
48 
The logic which operates within Dutchman is a revol­
utionary logic--one which, carried to its extremes, spells 
death for the oppressed as well as the oppressor. In 
fury, Baraka insists that the black man must accept and 
act on the enemy's methods of suppression and murder. 
Dutchman prescribes an inter-racial bloodbath as the sole 
means of eliminating forces which perpetuate black sup­
pression. 
Baraka had once insisted that black people must be 
taught that "the holiness of life is the constant possi-
b. 1 · f . d . h . II 
88 i ity o wi ening t e consciousness. Dutchman 
preaches madness and teaches death. Baraka, like Baldwin, 
fails to demonstrate black survival. Dutchman objectifies 
black racism. The militant spirit treats the white com­
munity as a force which will inevitably destroy the black 
man who is not willing to die for the revolution. Thus, 
the "holiness of life" ideal and the concept of survival 
are dumped from the speeding subway along with Clay's 
remains. 
*** 
Three playwrights' images of the black man in 
transition have been examined. As we have seen, Lorraine 
88Jones, Home, p. 211. 
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Hansberry believed that the black playwright must present 
a realistic appraisal of black Americans' emotional res­
ponses to a hostile environment. A Raisin in the Sun focuses 
on the temperaments of ghetto blacks. Black critic Julius 
Lester stated that A Raisin in the Sun "goes right to the 
core of practically every black family living in the ghet­
toes of Chicago, Los Angeles, New York." 
Whether they have a picture of Jesus, 
Martin Luther King, or Malcolm X on the 
lead painted walls of their rat-infested 
tenements, all of them want to get the 
hell out of there as fast as they can. 89
James Baldwin, in Blues for Mr. Charlie, intended to 
demonstrate that the needs of the black man in America are 
different from everyone else's. Baldwin purported to show 
that the black man needs to be treated as a person rather 
than an animal, but his methods of proof are unconvincing. 
Richard Henry lives as an animal, but expects to be treated 
as a human being. It is impossible to know which quagmire 
was ultimately responsible for Richard Henry's death--his 
own consciousness or the prejudices and lawlessness of the 
American South--and Baldwin only intensifies the 
ambiguities. 
Amiri Baraka made the medium his message, consequently 
perpetuating and intensifying the sound and fury which had 
89Julius Lester, i� Les Blancs, p. 8 . 
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characterized the drama of James Baldwin. Baraka, like 
Baldwin, pictures the black man as a victim of sexual envy 
and reduces the essence of suppression to strictly sexual 
terms. The result, in both instances, is a less than 
realistic assessment of the black man's plight and a mask­
ing of the political and economic forces which separate and 
alienate black Americans from the white establishment. 
Dutchman exploits only one aspect of Clay I s intense transi­
tion from Uncle Tom to black militant, and the result, in 
the words of Robert Brustein, is no more convincing than 
the "graffiti scrawled on men's room's walls." 
CH�..PTER V 
In 1972,· The River Niger, a play by Joseph A. Walker, 
was staged for the first time by the Negro Ensemble Company 
of New York City. Niger studies the integrity of one black 
family which refuses to submit to pressures that threaten 
to destroy it. The River Niger is a direct descendant of 
Lorraine Hansberry's A Raisin in the sun. Further, both 
plays depict the continuing survival of black Americans 
without digressing into the politics of racism. Walker, 
like Hansberry, creates characters with whom a black 
audience can identify. The playwright focuses on positive 
black inte�relationships and treats the opposition of the 
establishment as a force which solidifies, rather than 
destroys, the black community. The adherence to theme and 
aesthetics which characterizes A Raisin in the Sun and 
The River Niger causes these plays to stand in sharp con­
trast to the agit-prop which Baldwin and Baraka used to 
categorize "the black experience." 
The River Niger looks at one week in the life of 
a working class family in Harlem. The Williams family 
weathers what seems to be an incredible amount of tragedy. 
The play treats the atrocities of poverty, alcoholism, 
terrorism, and death. Walker, however, draws his charac­
ters with a perspicacity that demands credibility, if not 
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empathy. The play has been labeled "melodrama" in the de­
meaning sense of the term. Walker has been charged with 
"contrivance.11 90 Neither charge should be sustained.
Joseph Walker succeeds in uniting subject and object--his 
purposes with his product--a task at which Baldwin proved 
unsuccessful. Walker, in a three-act play free of confus­
ing flashbacks and negative innuendo manages to convey the 
import of the black experience. 
The survival factor of the black experience is the 
theme of The River Niger, and the play from beginning to 
end is dedicated to establishing Johnny Williams as the 
incarnation of that theme. The atmosphere of the play is 
generated by the dialogue early in the first act which 
establishes Johnny Williams and his friend, Dr. Dudley 
Stanton, as philosophical opposites. 
Johnny: I'm a fighter, Dudley . . • .  I'm 
a fighter who ain't got no battlefield. 
I woke up one day, looked around, and said 
to myself, 'There's a war going on, but 
where's the battlefield?' I'm gonna find 
it one day--you watch. 91 
Dudley sees himself as a pragmatist and damns an idealism 
which purports to transcend the realities of Harlem 
existence • 
. 90Peter Bailey, ."Black Theatre Group Goes on Broad­
way," Ebony, 2 9, No. 6 (1973), p. 88. 
91Joseph A. Walker,· The River Niger (New York: Hill
and Wang, 1973), p. 13. 
Dudley: Cop out! The battlefield's 
everywhere. I don't delude myself, 
nigger • • • •  Black people are jive.
The most unrealistic, unphilosophical 
people in the world.92 
Dudley patronizes Johnny's poetry but cannot understand 
how his friend can find divinity in the midst of so much 
decadence. 
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Johnny's poem, "The River Niger," is a metaphor for 
Johnny himself, and the play traces the process through 
which the poet and his poetry become one. When Johnny finds 
his battlefield on his living room floor, he projects the 
substance of endurance, the essence of "The River Niger." 
The plot line of the play is decidedly grim, but 
the ambience of the drama is not. Walker does not senti­
mentalize hard times. The street language which fills the 
dialogue creates a rapport among the characters. The 
rapport generates the comedy which pervades the play. 
Members of the Williams family manage to expose and profane 
each other's pretenses, and in the process achieve a free 
and easy relationship with each other. 
The meaningful interaction which the family and 
their friends share exemplifies the pervading influence 
of Johnny's poetry. 
92 Walker, p. 14. 
I flow to the ends of your spirit. 
Hold hands, my children, and I will 
flow to the ends of the earth, 
And the whole world will hear my 
waters.93 
.Mattie Williams is not proud of the fact that her husband 
is an alcoholic, but she understands that his dedication 
to their family has kept him from fulfilling his artistic 
potential . 
• . • I can't get angry with that man no
more. Johnny ran a powerful race with
a jockey on his back who weighed a ton.
So now he's tired . • • • Tired--and he's
putting himself out to pasture--with his 
fifth a day; and I say good for Johnny. 
I knew he was a smart man. 94 
Mattie and Jeff, even Grandma Brown, Dr. Stanton, and the 
revolutionaries feel the impact of Johnny's poetry at one 
time or another in the play as it touches their lives. 
I am the River Niger--hear my waters! 




Speak no evil, 
But I know . 
•.. I am the River Niger 
Transplanted to Harlem 
Hear me, my children--hear my waters: 95
93walker, p. 156. 
9 4walker, p. 76.
95walker, p. 15 4.
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Walker explained the reasons why he created Johnny 
Williams. He takes issue with Daniel Moynihan's theory 
that Afro-American society is matriarch al in structure. 
Our women are strong, but men--men like my 
father aren't weak. They're bitter, dis­
illusioned men, forced to take an enormous 
responsibility and to abandon their own 
dreams. 96
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No black play written to date is more concerned with 
formulating an image of the strong, sensitive black man. 
Critic Peter Bailey, assessing the value of the drama in 
Ebony has said: 
The play delves deeply into black love, 
duty, loyalty, and responsibility in the 
context of the black family and the political 
and social movement for black liberation. 
When one considers the usual kind of emotional 
message which seeps through most current black 
plays and films, the emphasis on positive 
black love relationships in Niger makes it 
97 almost revolutionary in insight and vision. 
As mentioned earlier, The River Niger evinces the 
values which Walker meant to project into his play. Sam 
Smiley, in his book The Drama of Attack, stated that 
"ideas--about morality, politics, or whatever--must first 
exist as well-shaped concepts in the mind of the playwright 
96Patricia Boseworth, "Interview with Joseph A. 
Walker," New York Times, 31 December 1972, Section 2, p. 1. 
9 7 Bailey, p. 8 6 • 
before he undertakes to communicate them in a play.11
98
The quality of those ideas--their proximity 
to truth, logic, and moral values--will 
depend on the profundity of the writer's 
mind and upon his hierarchy of values and 
will affect the ultimate values evinced in 
the play.99 
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The values which constitute the forces of The River 
Niger were weighed for dramatic potential long before the 
playwright transformed them into a play. Walker has noted 
that Niger is symbolically autobiographical in that most of 
the action actually occurred some time in his own life. 
I was in the Air Force in navigation 
school like the son Jeff. My father 
was an alcoholic like the father, Johnny 
Williams. The militants were based on 
people that I heard about from a friend 
who was threatened the same way Jeff was 
in the play.lOO 
Walker further explained the conceptual basis of the play 
in an interview with Patricia Boseworth. 
Now I had my battlefields--the street 
vs. the spirit. Political conflicts 
were solved for me a little later on 
98smiley, p. 212.
99smiley, p. 212. 
100 · 1 Bai ey, p. 86.
during a speech class I was teaching 
at City College. The kids kept shouting 
militant rhetoric at me until I told them, 
'You are deluding yourselves. How can 
you say 'Power to the People' when you 
don't even know who your people are? 1101 
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Niger examines the fallacies of the black liberation 
movement. Mo, Chips, and Al are exposed as frauds, and 
their fiery sloganizing is shown to constitute nothing more 
than empty rhetoric. The revolutionaries shoot smack and 
talk jive but understand nothing of the machinations or 
broad implications of revolution. As Johnny tells them, 
..• If you call yourself a revolutionary, 
then you supposed to know where you 
gonna take your wounded. Takes more'n 
wearing a damn beret.102 
Black playwright-critic Douglas Turner Ward feels that 
Walker's treatment of the revolutionaries is evidence of 
the fact that the black theatre has now learned to deal 
with black anti-heroes.
103 
Al, Mo, and Chips are cut out
of the same mold as Richard Henry in Blues for Mr. Charlie. 
Whereas Baldwin attempted to exemplify Richard as a victim 
of society, Walker exemplifies the revolutionaries as 
lOlBosevX>rth, New York Times, 31 December 1972.
102 Walker, p. 1 64.
l03Mel Gussow, "Negro Ensemble Finds Hit Play Poses
Problem," New York Times, 7 February 1973, Section L, p. 30. 
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victims of their own perversities. Walker does not idea­
lize the brand of revolution practiced by doltish dope 
fiends. 
The revolutionaries of the play are clearly Johnny 
and Jeff Williams, who refuse to submit to pressures and 
influences which threaten their ability to assert them­
selves as individuals. Johnny is subjected to Dr. Stanton's 
constant tirades against his idealism. Jeff Williams must 
counter the pressures placed upon him by his father and 
the scare tactics imposed upon him by his old best buddy 
Mo, whose friendship he does not want to lose. Within the 
context of dramatic and human confrontation the integrity 
of individuals such as Johnny and his son creates the pos­
sibility of a regeneration of hope. 
Critic Richard Coe, reviewing The River Niger in 
The Washington Post stated that 
the play's vitality comes from the 
balance Walker achieves between melodrama 
and idealism. The movement's 'big thing' 
collapses because of a stool pigeon and 
a hail of police bullets, but Jeff's 
ideals are worthy of his father's poem 
'I am the River Niger/Hear my waters! 1 104
104Richard Coe, "River Niger," Washington Post,
9 November 1973, Section B, p. 13, cols. 1-2. 
A major criticism of The River Niger--one which has come 
from many quarters--is that the ending, in which the 
father is killed protecting his son and the other young 
blacks, is unbelievable. Walker rejects the criticism. 
Why is it so unbelievable that a black 
man should sacrifice himself for his 
son? The deep love that Johnny Williams 
has for Jeff is established throughout 
the play. 105 
Walker insists that the idea of the older generation pro­
tecting the younger is raised initially in the play when 
Ann Vanderguild tells the Williams family that her father 
went to jail in South Africa to protect the lives of his 
10 6 sons who had criticized the government. In Act II, 
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Mattie Williams, in a conversation with Ann, expresses her 
belief that her son's generation is the hope of the race. 
I reJoice in you young people, Ann. 
You're the spring rains we need, 'cause 
10 7 we as a peole got a lot of growing to do. 
Clive Barnes states that Niger paints an accurate 
picture of the struggle of the Afro-American and believes 
that Walker's intentions translate well into dramatic form. 
105 · 1 Bai ey, p. 88.
106walk.er, p. 43. 
10 7walker, p. 4.
At times--by white standards of reticence-­
it comes on too strong, but that is also 
part of its exhiliration. It is a testimony 
of man's unending fight for survival. 108
60 
108
c1ive Barnes, "Walker's Strong The River Niger," 
New York Times, 28 March 1973, p. 35, cols. 1-2. 
CONCLUSION 
The River Niger, like A Raisin in the Sun is a play 
which depicts the modern American black man in positive 
response to his environment. Lorraine Hansberry did not 
live long enough to share in the pervasive black militant 
political and artistic consciousness which peaked in the 
late 1960's and early 1970's. Judging from her orientation 
toward the drama, however, it is doubtful that her brand 
of drama would have changed had she lived past 1965. As 
has been shown, Lorraine Hansberry evaluated the black ex­
perience in terms of day-to-day existence. She used the 
domestic drama to illustrate that the concept of black 
survival becomes a reality largely as a result of strong 
black inter-familial relationships. In so doing, she 
demonstrated through Walter Lee Younger her humanist val­
ue system. Barring the exceptions which have been noted, 
the black theatre which Hansberry inherited was a product 
of the white American sensibility. Until the 1950's, on 
the stage, the black man remained a stereotype devoid of 
believable human dimension. 
The plays of James Baldwin and Amiri Baraka are un­
deniably significant contributions to the black revolu­
tionary theatre. Blues for Mr. Charlie and Dutchman set 
the stage for the revolutionary canon to be exploited and 
expanded later by black playwrights such as Ed Bullins 
62 
and Lonne Elder. Charlie and Dutchman are set in a context 
of good (black) and evil (white) in which good fails to 
triumph. Both are plays of negative force--plays which 
treat the death of the protagonist with the intent of show­
ing black people the agents of their victimization. The 
plays are basically sociological treatises translated into 
dialogue. Richard Henry and Clay are black men who could 
not have avoided death, because they allowed themselves to 
succumb to their antagonists' deleterious tactics. Each 
man became a victim of a blind racism which emanted from 
within himself. 
James Baldwin confessed to a fear that he would prove 
unable to draw a valid picture of the murderer in Blues for 
Mr. Charlie.109 It is, however, his inability to draw a 
valid picture of the victim which proves to be the source 
of the play's failure. If some of the white characters of 
his play tend to seem stereotyped, they are at least drawn 
with a conscious irony which partly compensates for a lack 
of insight. According to C. W. E. Bigsby, Baldwin's in­
ability to distinguish between rhetoric and genuine feeling 
109Baldwin, Blues for Mr. Charlie, p. x. 
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has the effect of undermining the credibility of those 
black characters to whom he attributes a pretentious elo­
quence. He says that Baldwin's fault lies not so much in 
his dehumanization of whites as in his sentimentalizing the 
blacks.110 
In his essay "Everybody's Protest Novel," Baldwin 
had catalogued the faults of a literature which could more 
truly be seen as sociology. He had attacked its sentimen­
tality and deplored the violence such literature imposed on 
language. Ee had then accused the protest novel of "over­
looking, denying, evading" man's complexity--again an ac­
cusation which could be justly applied to his own treatment 
not only of the white townspeople, but also of Richard 
Henry the victim. Baldwin's essay closes with an attack on 
the fruitless rage of Richard Wright's Native Son. Yet, as 
has been shown, Richard Henry's life in Blues for Mr. 
Charlie is as much defined by his hatred as was Bigger 
Thomas', and if he becomes conscious of a more meaningful 
111existence, this awareness is never clearly demonstrated. 
Many aspects of Blues for Mr. Charlie match with precision 
110c. w. E. Bigsby, Confrontation and Commitment,
(Kansas City: University of Missouri Press, 1967), p. 135.
111Bigsby, Confrontation and Commitment, p. 112. 
-------------------
64 
Baldwin's own definition of sterile protest literature. 
For all the ambiguous fury which charges Blues, however, 
Baldwin still offers assurance that he recognizes the need 
for the artist to keep his heart free of hatred. In a state­
ment which does much to explain the tension which underlies 
his play, he describes both his perception of the ambiguity 
of the black man's situation and his own sense of responsi­
bility. 
It began to seem that one would have to 
hold in the mind forever two ideas which 
seemed to be in opposition. The first 
idea was acceptance, totally without 
rancour, of life as it is, and men as they 
are: in the light of this idea, it goes 
without saying that injustice is a common­
place. But this did not mean that one 
could be complacent, for the second idea 
was equal power: that one must never, in 
one's own life, accept these injustices as 
commonplace but must fight ti1em with all 
one's strength. 112
Baldwin's failure to approach this same level of artistic 
responsibility in his drama is an indication both of the 
greater discipline demanded by the drama and of his own 
increasing personal commitment to the Civil Rights struggle 
of the late 1960's. 113 
112James Baldwin, Notes of a Native Son (New York:
Dial Press, 1963), pp. 108-109. 
113Bigsby, Confrontation and Commitment, p. 113.
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Amiri Baraka, like Lorraine Hansberry, advocated 
commitment on the part of the playwright. The orientation 
of Baraka's commitment, however, was much different from 
Hansberry's. Baraka rejected the philosophy of compassion 
as a source of inter-racial regeneration. He insisted that 
humanist ideals have little relevance to the real world as 
viewed by an oppressed minority. The militant playwright 
placed his faith in the black artist's ability to lead a 
cutting of throats.114 There is an unabashed anger in
Dutchman which constantly threatens to undermine its va­
lidity as both drama and polemic. 
As has been noted, Dutchman is ritual drama, an 
attempt to communicate through metaphor and hyperbole. The 
esoteric jargon-of the play, however, combines with a false 
profundity to subvert easy communication. Dutchman, like 
Blues for Mr. Charlie, is ultimately no more than a revenge 
fantasy, a rite of purgation. The plays constitute a 
literary actualization of Baldwin's dream of violence. 
That fantastical violence which will 
drown in blood, wash away in blood, 
not only generation upon generation of 
horror, but which will also release one 
from the individual horr
�15carriedeverywhere in the heart. 
114LeRoi Jones, "Brief Reflections on Two Hot Shots,"
Kulture, 3, No. 3 (1963), 26. 
115James Baldwin, Nobody Knows My Name (New York:
Dell Publishing Co. , 19 56) , p. 10 5. 
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The implications of Baraka's formula for achieving 
release from oppression had earlier been voiced by Emile 
Zola: 
One begins by breaking windows, chanting 
and shouting, wrecking relics of the last 
regime with hammer blows. There is first 
an exuberance, an intoxication with the 
new horizons faintly glimpsed, excesses of 
all kinds that go beyond the original aims 
and degenerate into the old hated system, 
those very abuses the revolution has just 
fought against.116
Baldwin and Baraka demonstrate that people must die to 
prove a point. Hansberry rejected the idea, asserting 
that "death is too damn easy.11 117
Lorraine Hansberry once stated that the black man 
in America 11 waits for those of us who will listen more 
. 1 h' 1 · 1 
. "118intent y to is so i oquies. Joseph Walker dramatized 
the soliloquies of a Harlem housepainter and in doing so 
showed, c:ts did Hansberry, that the black man is ready to 
take his rightful place within his culture. Lorraine 
Hansberry assumed, as did Walker, that the black artist 
has a duty to respond to the black community's needs with 
116zola, in The Theory of The Modern Stage, p. 355. 
117Lorraine Hansberry, The Sign in Sidney Brustein's 
Window, (New York: New American Library, 1966), p. 24. 
118 Hansberry, in Modern Playwrights on Drama, pp. 166-
167.
something more than pat nihilism. Thus, both A Raisin in 
the Sun and The River Niger, present similar images 
of the American black man searching for and accepting his
African heritage. 
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It has been conjectured that, if art follows life, 
the black theatre is a case in point. Critic-playwright 
Lindsay Patterson has stated that all of black literature 
is more or less consciously preoccupied with precisely pin­
pointing and defining the specific moment when a black man 
discovers he is a "nigger" and begins the "long, uphill 
climb to bring psychological order out of chaos.11 119 
It is an elusive, complex moment, 
with complex reactions, and can 
occur at four or forty, and its 
pursuit, I believe, will continue 
to occupy serious black writers 
for decades to come. 120 
Thus, dramatizing the black experience has not been, is 
not now, and is not soon to be an easy task for the black 
playwright. Charles Gordone, the black author and critic 
who wrote No Place to be Somebody, explained why conceptua­
lizing credible images of the black man for the drama remains 
119 Lindsay Patterson, ed. Black Theatre (New York: 
Dodd, Mead and Co., 19 71), p. vii. 
120 Patterson, p. vii. 
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a formidable challenge. His assessment lacks finesse, but 
focuses on the seed of the black writer's ambivalence. 
Trouble with niggers is they're hung 
up on color. Some want to be all 
white and others want to be all black. 
But the black experience isn't all 
black and the white world isn't all 
white.121 
There is no indication that black playwrights will 
not continue to be "hung up on color;" however, it is not 
the color of the drama, but the quality, the art of its 
substance, which ultimately sustains or confounds the 
theme of blackness. 
121 l' F 1· d h . C inton • o iver an Step anie
temporary Black Drama (New York: Charles 
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